
 

 

Who Is Silvia? 
Assignments 

 

Who is Silvia is an anomaly. There is no known tune that matches it, and consequently there’s no way of telling 

how it would have been sung in the original performances of The Two Gentlemen.  It may be that there was once 

a tune that fit the poetry which no longer survives.  Or something else must be going on.  

For what is a problem from one perspective could be an opportunity from another. If we can’t find a 

matching tune, in the vast repertory of songs that have survived from Elizabethan England, perhaps the play is 

trying to tell us something.  What if the song is anomalous for a reason? 

 

 

 
 

 
 

This musical example was taken from Ross W. Duffin, Shakespeare’s 

Songbook (New York: Norton, 2004), 459–60. 

 

Although “Who Is Silvia?” survives without a melody, Duffin has 

found a contemporary song to which the text can be made to fit.  

There is a recording of this version on YouTube: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Ch1NpADKjY at 8:03. 

To find a direct musical match for a poem, one needs to know the 

following: 

1. How many lines are there per stanza?   

2. What is the rhyme scheme – as expressed in A, B, etc.?   

3. How many syllables are there to each line? 

4. How are the metric stresses distributed? 

Note that many words and syllables can be accommodated to either 

one or two notes, depending on what the context requires. For 

example: Sil-via or Sil-vi-a, heav’n or hea-ven, ad-mired or ad-mi-rèd. 

Stressed and unstressed syllables are notated with the symbols / and 

x, respectively.  So the line “If music be the food of love” could be 

represented as: x/x/x/x/ . 

Bearing this in mind, go to the first line of the second stanza, “Is she 

kind as she is fair?” Notate the syllables in x and /. Find another easy 

line, and work your way till the whole poem is concluded.  

 

%   How tightly does the tune notated by Ross Duffin (above) ● match the scansion of the poetry? Note that he has already 

simplified the original song to make the notes fit better.  

%    I’ve created a little musical setting of “Who is Silvia?” in a style that is meant to approximate that of Elizabethan songs, and has the 

tight match between music and poetry that we normally  expect in this period.  Note that lines 1–2 and 3–5 run on without 

interruption.  That is not an accident: ● can you find the reason?.  

%    Explain, word by word, line by line, ● what the character in “Who Is Silvia?” is saying, and what we can tell about him from the 

lyrics. 

%    Of the three stanzas given above in the example by Duffin (above), only the first is underlaid in the setting below.  Your 

assignment is to ● enter the second and third stanzas.  

 

 
 

instrumental interlude between stanzas 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Act IV sc. 2.  

Who is singing the song here?  Is it apparent from the context that it must be Proteus?  One might argue yes: he was 

at least planning to commend Thurio, and perhaps the song is his way of doing it.  Otherwise he is talking only on 

his own behalf.   Is the song meant to be a token of Thurio’s love or Proteus’s? Does Silvia believe Proteus was the 

singer?  Can we infer anything about these questions from Act. III, sc. 2, in which the plan for this serenade was 

hatched?   
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